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The energy transition: A success story ...
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... or a 
story of 
carbon 
lock-in?

Global primary energy consumption in terawatt-hours (TWh) per year. Source: Ritchie & Roser (2018) based on data from BP (2019) and Smil (2017). 
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Why are (most of us) seemingly ignoring carbon lock-in?
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Research question B:
What kinds of practices of 

‘unseeing’ – allow blockchain-in-
energy thought collectives to 
know what not to know, thus 

cementing existing infopower and 
energopower structures?

Article B (Technikgeschichte)

Research question A:
How do fact-making calculative 

devices and the Supergrid 
thought collective around Viking 

Link sustain energopower in 
times of energy transition? 

Article A (Oeconomia)

Foundation article (Le Foucaldien)

Overarching research question:
How does power and ignorance 

shape carbon lock-in? 

Case studies

Review of key 
concepts

Theorization

Research questions
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Overview of the dissertation

Three sections:
A: Reflections on research organization
B: Philosophical reflections
C: Escaping lock-in by transforming 
power/ignorance

+ 

Three articles (Technikgeschichte, 
Oeconomia and Le Foucaldien)
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Agenda

A. What is Power/ignorance?
B. Two case studies: Blockchain and Viking Link
C. Theoretical contribution: Heideggerian philosophy of technology
D. So what?
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Based on an understanding of 
infrastructure as "stored power" (Förster 
2020)

Infopower (Koopman 2019) acts by 
fastening information into infrastructures 
which path-dependently reproduce 
whatever injustices were molded into the 
earliest data sheets. [...] 

Infrastructured power, 1:
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[...] Energopower could be 
understood as the fastening of energy 
into infrastructures (which are, today, 
fossil infrastructures), path-
dependently reproducing the 
problematics of the fossil era. 
(Hasberg 2019)

Infrastructured power, 2:
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The problem of agency: 
Infrastructured power as 
Heidegger's "Das Man"

"[...] It “was” always [das Man] who did it, and 
yet it can be said that it has been “no 
one”. [...]the agency through which most 
things come about is one of which we 
must say that “it was no one”. [...]
(Heidegger 1962: 164)
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From Ludwik Fleck's trinity of the scientific fact:

• Subject (the inividual knower)
• Object (reality, that which is to be known)
• Thought collective
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.... to my conceptualization of 
power/ignorance:

• A neologism derived from the Foucauldian term power/knowledge

• Both power and ignorance is infrastructured, exhibiting path-
dependency. 
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Power/ignorance: No, it is not sufficient to 
speak truth to power.

The Emperor's New Clothes: 

"The Emperor shivered, for he 
suspected they were right. But 
he thought, "This procession 
has got to go on." So he walked 
more proudly than ever, as his 
noblemen held high the train 
that wasn't there at all."
(Hans Christian Andersen 1949 
[1837])
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Method: "Retrospective 
insider research"
• self-ethnographic (1)
• serendipitous (2)
• retrospective (and therefore implicitly 

covert) (3)

Or, with the words of Ingold (2014), 
ethnography is the retrospective practice 
of converting learnings gained through
our committed relationships with others. 
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Inside what? 
Within thought collectives
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Two case studies: Viking Link (A) and 
Blockchain (B)

What do they have in common?
• two different approaches to energy system flexibility
• two different types of infrastructure (energy vs. information)
• two examples of not getting what "we" want (autoimmunity instead 

of change processes)
And, first and foremost: 
• two different struggles over (de)centralization
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Case B: Blockchain in energy
Hasberg, Kirsten Sophie. 2021. Power struggles on the blockchain: From de- to 
recentralization. In Christian Götter (ed.), Technologies as Anchors for Societal Conflicts 
[special issue]. Technikgeschichte [in preparation].
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The socio-technical 
imaginary of a  
"governance-less" 
technology

Initial vision of the blockchain-
in-energy thought collectives: 
Allowing prosumers to trade 
electricity locally, without a 
central market intermediary 
(other than the grid 
infrastructure)
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On the rise
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From socio-technical imaginaries mocking 
centralization
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...to recentralization through energy 
consortium chains

"Still in spring 2016, [name] of [blockchain startup] invited me to come by [their] 
office in [city name], decorated with golden wallpaper full of post it notes on top. 
[Utility name] was obviously mentioned on many of them, and it was clear that I 
was seeing confidential information."

Later in 2016, with the same startup, paraphrasing an office manager: 
"They are all in [city name], negotiating with [utility name]."

Retrospective field Notes, February 2018
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...and information infrastructure centralization

[blockchain project name] increasingly ran 
into problems of “actually using blockchain.” 
[...] I’m quite convinced [...] that the data 
infrastructure behind it is more like a 
centralized database rather than a 
blockchain. [...] In that way, [its] fate is similar 
to the fate of so many other blockchain 
projects. 
From retrospective field notes, December 
2018
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... ignoring words 
of warning

10.06.20 PhD Viva, Kirsten Hasberg 25

25

Sociotechnical imaginaries 
remain in place even when 
failures contradict them

"This drawing of a boundary between a 
coherent and perfect [information 
infrastructure] core and mushy, 
imperfect humans allows for the 
integrity of the idealised system to 
remain intact while, for all practical 
purposes, trusted intermediaries 
proliferate [...]" (Brekke 2019)
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Decentralization acts as a sociotechnical imaginary

"We argue that decentralisation 
is often symbolic, as much a 
narrative shorthand for the 
direction in which the energy 
system is (or should) be heading 
and the values that it ought to 
embody, as it is a descriptive or 
analytical device." (Judson et. al 
2020: 2)
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... that turns into a veil of ignorance 

"Promises of decentralization 
of socio-economic structures 
solely through technology thus 
remain a discursively well-
honed delusion, one that in the 
worst case obscures
contradictory empirical 
developments (such as 
oligopolistic configurations and 
dynamics of recentralization in 
the digital economy)." 
(Schrape 2019: 20)10.06.20 PhD Viva, Kirsten Hasberg 28
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Conclusions on case B:

• Sociotechnical imaginaries of technological decentralization act as 
veils of ignorance, making thought collectives blind to questions of 
power
• The struggles over de- versus recentralization on the blockchain 

function as surrogate conflicts over broader societal questions 
regarding the distribution of power and wealth. 
• By moving the scene of discussion from the societal to the 

technological level, blockchain technology contributes to 
depoliticizing the societal debate 
• Thus, a new technology may paradoxically end up contributing to 

what early user communities advocated against. 
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Hasberg, Kirsten Sophie. 2020a. 
Constructing the interconnector 
Viking Link: How calculative devices 
and thought collectives constitute 
and reinforce energopower. In Guido 
Erreygers, Marion Gaspard, & 
Antoine Missemer (eds.), Facts in 
Environmental and Energy 
Economics: Models and Practices, 
Past and Present [special issue]. 
Œconomia. History, Methodology, 
Philosophy. [resubmitted]
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Case A: Viking Link 
(from a Danish 
perspective)
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Viking Link from
a British 
perspective

24.10.19 31

31
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[A cable for German coal power]

[A cable for German coal power]

[We are constructing the world's longest 
electricity cable "Viking Link" between 
Denmark and Great Britain. Green electricity 
could become the new bacon with large 
export value, benefitting security of supply, 
the green transition and the economy]

[Scholars: Viking Link is a risky investment that should be deferred]
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Interconnectors: Not a question of simplistic 
"all good or all bad"

From within the Smart 
Energy Systems 
thought collective: 
Arguing for a 
subsidiarity principle in 
interconnector 
planning
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Infrastructured ignorance reinterprets 
criticism as supporting arguments...
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Søren Egge Rasmussen (Danish Red-Green party [Enhedslisten]: "I 
noticed that the minister said that Viking Link has a green profile from 
2030. So from 2023 to 2030 this project must apparently have a black
profile, without any CO2-reduction, is that correctly understood?"
Ida Auken (chair of energy committee): "Now, the minister:"
The Minister Dan Jørgensen [Social Democrats]: "Mr. Søren Egge asked 
the question [regarding the "black profile", that is, the increase of coal 
power use in Germany from 2023-2030 due to Viking Link, as modelled 
by the Danish Energy authority] like 'there I got the Minister' [...] But I 
think I said it quite clearly in my speech. It is evident: When you expand 
the grid, it can of course also be used by the electricity that is not green 
right now" 
(Folketinget 2019: line 284ff, my italics)
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... as known from other infrastructure 
megaprojects

[Op-ed: Femern-tunnel initiation based on inflated
prognoses and uncertainty]
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Conclusions on Viking Link
• Although modelling by the Danish authorities show that the 

interconnector will benefit German coal power plants, the project is 
carried out

• Energopower is reinforced through the workings of the infopower of 
the cost-benefit analysis as prescribed by the Danish Ministry of 
Finance. 

• This calculative devices contributes to power/ignorance, making it 
possible to disregard intersectoral ways of integrating fluctuating 
renewable energy as an alternative to interconnection

• The Supergrid thought collective suffers from a harmony of delusion 
(Fleck 1979)
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The power/ignorance 
funnel

• Socio-technical imaginaries 
(particularly in case B) and 
calculative devices (particularly in 
case A) shape power/ignorance...

• ... resulting in autoimmunity: 
Transformation processes turning 
against themselves, resulting in 
carbon lock-in

10.06.20 PhD Viva, Kirsten Hasberg 39

39

Theoretical contribution: 
Conjunctive theorization 
(Tsoukas 2017)
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What is meant by energy transition? 
From fossil energy as standing reserve...
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....to renewable energy systems as withdrawal
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Interlinkages between Heidegger's philosophy & new economics

ignorance of limits of biosphere

attention to limits of biosphere

Fossil based 
(standing reserve) 

renewable-based 
(withdrawal)

new 
economics

old economic 
paradigm

dominant energy system 
(including footprint, i.e. imported 
goods and food supply)

dominant economic 
paradigm
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So what?
Disassembling the power/ignorance funnel 
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Three channels of power/ignorance:
• the energopower of physical  

infrastructure 
• the infopower of information 

infrastructure and calculative devices 
• The socio-technical imaginaries reinforcing 

both forms of power
What to do about it? Be attentive to 
power/ignorance in decicionsmaking 
through 
à becoming aware of own thought 
collecitve ("comparative epistemology")
à strenghthening the outer circle of 
thought collectives, reducing risk of 
"harmonies of delusion", for more 
democratic decisionmaking
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Thank you!

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Kirsten Hasberg, MSc Economics
PhD candidate | Sustainable Energy Planning Research Group
Technical Faculty of IT & Design | Aalborg University Copenhagen
+45 9356 2346 | hasberg@plan.aau.dk | @energydemocracy
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Calculative devices of pandemic 
mitigation measures are scrutinized
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The autoimmunity of pandemic mitigation 
measures
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How to study carbon lock-in: New Economics
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Source: Hasberg 2020, after Røpke, Fullbrook, Vatn, Faber; Bartosz, Hvelplund own considerations)

New economics

Approach deals with the “provisioning and appropriation […] [of] the real cake” 
(Røpke 2020: 7).

Founding fields (old) institutional and ecological economics and ecological economics.

Relationship to other fields cuts across traditional natural, social and human sciences (Røpke 2020: 5).

Methods and relationship to 
real-world phenomena

Priority is given to the real-world phenomena

Goals As “science of potentiality” (Schneidewind 2017), pointing out ways 
forward

Relationship to policy 
makers

Seeks to be an active player in society by making policy recommendations

What does new economics 
do?

It aims at establishing a new performativity of economics, "one that 
implies a strong call for just sustainability transitions and empowers 
environmental justice movements" (Røpke 2020: 11)
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"Rediscovering" governance 
on the blockchain

"Given the powerful roles of programmers 
with specialised skills, these projects 
remain open to scandals in which failures 
are attributed to a hierarchy of elite 
insiders. Such limits are most vividly 
apparent in the explosion of what became 
known as Initial Coin Offerings (ICOs), of 
which The DAO was arguably the first to 
raise funds in this novel manner." 
Campbell-Verduyn & Hütten
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The DAO Hack

"It struck me that, like so many cryptocurrency 
and blockchain technologies, The DAO 
[Decentralized Autonomous Organization] might 
have been just a high- risk investment vehicle 
masquerading as a new way of doing things" 
Quinn DuPont, p. 173
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At the peak of inflated expectations
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The through of disillusionment
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European 
perspective

North European 
transmission projects of 
all statuses (under 
consideration, in 
permitting, under 
construction), excluding 
existing lines (ENTSO-E 
2019)
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Ignorance as Fleck's "harmony 
of delusion"

" (1) A contradiction to the system appears 
unthinkable. 
(2) What does not fit into the system remains unseen; 
(3) alternatively, if it is noticed either it is kept secret 
or 
(4) laborious efforts are made to explain an exception 
in terms that do not contradict the system.
(5) one tends to see, describe, or even illustrate those 
circumstances, which corroborate current views [...]"

(Fleck 1979: 27)10.06.20 PhD Viva, Kirsten Hasberg 61
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Conceptualizing ignorance

"strategic ignorance" (McGoey)
Ignorance as a psychoanalytically
inspired concept linked to desire 
and pleasure
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Inner and outer circles of thought collectives
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Three dimensions of 
(de)centralization in 
energy and information 
systems
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What is flexibility?

• "[c1] a quality or property of the 
energy system as a whole; 

• [c2] a commodity that can be bought 
and sold, and 

• [c3] […] specific measures, 
instruments, or techniques such as 
storage or demand-side management. 
(Blue et al. 2020: 3) 

To these, I add a fourth type: [c4] 
interconnection."
Hasberg (2020: 86)
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Who is "we"?

Case B: The "we" of the early blockchain-in-energy thought collective
Case A: The "we" of society at large
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fruitful ground

autoimmunity of transformation processes
carbon lock in

infopower 
(through 

information 
infrastructure/ 

calculative 
devices)

energopower 
(through energy 
infrastructure)

Power/
ignorance

th
ou
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t c
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socio-technical 
imaginaries
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